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Saltmarsh Cordgrass
Smooth Cordgrass
Spartina alterniflora Loisel.
Growth Habit and Diagnostic Characteristics
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Saltmarsh Cordgrass is a perennial grass that ap
pears to have at least two growth forms along the Atlan
tic Coast. The robust tall form ranges from O .75 to over 2
meters (4 to 7 feet) high and is restricted to the margins
(levees) of tidal creeks, guts and other natural water
ways. Short form ranges in height from 0.10 to 0.5 meters
(4 to 20 inches) and occupies poorly drained areas near
the upper limit of the tides. A medium form is also recog
nized in some areas. Both forms have relatively smooth
leaves and stems (culms). The leaves of both forms are
0.5 to LS centimeters wide (0.25 to 0.75 inches) and up
to 0.5 m long. The tall form produces a long, narrow
flowering head (inflorescence) in August and produces
seeds in September. The reproductive inflorescence is
made up of a series of closely appressed branchlets that
are whitish-green in flower and straw colored in seed.
The short form rarely becomes reproductive. Although
the more robust form of this grass produces seeds, its
primary means of propagation is by a massive rhizome
system that produces many new sprigs. Spartina alter
niflora is quite successful in spreading into previously
unvegetated areas rather rapidly.
Density and Production

Stem density is quite variable but usually avera�cs
about 200 culms per square meter (20 stems per foot )
but can range as high as 500 culms per m2 . Annual
production in this region ranges from 500 to 1300 grams
of dry weight per metcr2, with an average rate of about
900 grams per meter square (4 to 6 tons per acre per
year). Spartina alterniflora is one of the most productive
plants of tidal wetlands. In fact, the organic matter
produced by cordgrass is comparable to the world's
average production of agricultural crops such as corn,
wheat, or even sugarcane.
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Distribution

Spartina alterniflora is a common and often
dominant plant of salt and brackish marshes along the
Atlantic Coast from the Canadian Maritime Provinces
to Florida and the Gulf of Mexico. Mangroves become
dominant in the intertidal habitat along the southern At
lantic and Gulf shorelines of Florida and other Gulf

states. The most extensive stands of cordgrass are found
in the great barrier island marshes of South Carolina
and Georgia. Production estimates vary throughout the
distribution range because of latitude and associated
season length. In Nova Scotia, for example, production
rates average 600 gms/m2, whereas in Georgia, which
has a longer growing season, production rates are 1500
gms/m2 or more.
Habitat
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Spartina alterniflora occupies the lower part of salt
and brackish marshes, between mean sea level and ap
proximately mean high water. Saltmarsh cordgrass may
also be a pioneer species in tidal freshwater marshes,
especially after disturbance or drought-caused salinity
change. Dense stands are effective in buffering
shoreline erosion.
Ecological Values/Benefits

Cordgrass is one of the most productive species of
tidal wetlands. Because it grows in intertidal areas,
detritus is flushed into receiving waters were it be
comes a major component of the estuarine/marine food
web. This community is also an important habitat for
an array of fauna, including the juvenile stages of the
blue crab, as well as a nursery and spawning area for
commerically important finfish.
Dense stands are effective in buffering shoreline
erosion. The culms are incredibly flexible because of
high cellulose tissue and, consequently, they are effec
tive in dampening wave energy. Dense stands also
produce an equally dense mass of rhizomes and roots
up to 30 cm deep which with the characteristic texture
of marsh peat, creates a formidable barrier to erosion.
Hydrophytic Factor/Federal Delineation

According to the Federal Manual for Identifying and
Delineating Jurisdictional Wetlands and the National List of
Plant Species that Occur in Wetlands: Virginia (1988), Spar
tina a/terniflora is classified as an obligate wetland plant
(OBL). OBLs arc plants that almost always occur in wet
lands (>99'Yo probability).
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